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INTRODUCTION

In an interview with Oprah Winfrey for her September 2016 Oprah’s Book Club
selection, Colson Whitehead, author of the 2016 winner of the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction,
The Underground Railroad, gave the following response when questioned about his
decision to set his novel in the pre-emancipation era, “We still don’t really know or
understand what it was like, how deep a travesty it was, or how it continues to affect us”
(oprah.com). The narrative decisions made by Whitehead reflect his assertion that the
institution of slavery remains a tragedy with enduring consequences, limited neither to a
specific form, nor to a set period. To achieve creating a text that illustrates slavery’s
impact on the present, The Underground Railroad melds genres, borrowing from the
logic of science fiction, the epic, and historical fiction to create a text that examines
Black presence in the United States through the group’s relationship with U.S. history,
while emphasizing the author’s understanding of the nation’s continued oppression of
Black people. Whitehead rejects post-racial thought, a belief that Black Americans have
managed to overcome the sustained systemic racism that the country has participated in
en masse. Matthew Dischinger notes that Whitehead, “necessitates action by destabilizing
the temporal dichotomy of past versus present [by] attacking the histories of racism and
slavery though a speculative premise that puts the novel in conversation with
contemporary US politics and literature” (87). The Underground Railroad critiques
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American post-racialism and its subsequent historical whitewash through the novel’s
strategic appropriation of science fiction and the historical novel. The text’s unique
structure and historical reenactments follow in the tradition of Black sf texts that
repurpose mainstream science fiction literature through centering race.
The novel’s race-centered narrative conflicts with the very genre that Whitehead
primarily evokes. By reaching towards a sci-fi narrative within his slavery-oriented
novel, Whitehead also addresses sf’s longstanding problem with race. In sf’s most
popular media, particularly those that are future-oriented, the contemporary, real-life
conversation surrounding the social and political aspects of race and racial identity are
avoided, and the burden of otherness is placed on fictional groups such as cyborgs, aliens,
or artificial intelligence. De Witt Douglas Kilgore notes that ignoring the topic of race
permeates not just the genre’s works, but its academic research. In “Difference Engine:
Aliens, Robots, and Other Racial Matters in the History of Science Fiction,” Kilgore
discusses the traditional handling of race in sf through Robert Scholes and Eric Rabkin’s
Science Fiction: History, Science, Vision. In their text, Rabkin and Scholes argue that
science fiction renders identity markers, specifically race, as “not remarkable in any way”
(188). Thus, in their view, the genre should not just be celebrated for its ability to include
racialized figures, but also for placing them in stories that do not actively consider the
character’s race worthy of mention. In response to Scholes' and Rabkin's assertion,
Kilgore states, “Their reading of the genre underplays the significant role of race in the
construction of particular generic concerns as well as its continued importance in defining
the social issues at stake in genre futurism” (16).
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The Underground Railroad resists traditional genre practice through following a
tradition established by Black authors who are inspired by sf narrative conventions.
Traditional tropes are constructed in a way that separates them from their race-divorced
counterparts within the genre. The separation sf texts experience is due to the fact that
identity is woven into every aspect of those novels. By refusing to rely on non-human
stand-ins for conversations about race, the authors must then write their texts with a
distinct understanding that the inclusion of historical reality matters, particularly if the
protagonist in that work is nonwhite. That is the case in The Underground Railroad,
where Cora’s trip through time is always impacted by her identity. The first chapter of
this project details my assertions regarding the relationship between race and the sf genre.
Here, I discuss the The Underground Railroad’s connection with science fiction through
the lens of Istvan Csicsery-Ronay, Jr.’s theory of time travel and permeable history via
the novel's introduction of race. In addition to a discussion of Csicsery-Ronay’s work, I
therefore challenge aspects of Darko Suvin’s widely influential sf theories, Suvin’s study
of the novum, and his definition of sf as a mode of cognitive estrangement, often
considered definitive academic studies of the genre.
While the first chapter of this project establishes that Black sf assists in the
creation of a new type of interpretation of sf that includes race in its consideration, the
second chapter discusses the unique structure of The Underground Railroad. I begin my
approach to the novel by examining how the historical novel inspired the text's
construction. The novel has five major “state” chapters (i.e., “Georgia,” “South
Carolina,” “North Carolina,” “Tennessee,” and “Indiana”) that are meant to critique
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American historical memory and ponder the present and future of Black people. I will
discuss how the novel comments on the white American response to the nation’s history
and the generations-long participation in the oppression of nonwhites. Unlike its
inspirations Gulliver's Travels and the Odyssey, Whitehead’s work does not use satire as
a means to chastise a specific portion of society, but instead turns its attentions to the
whole of American society. No one segment of the United States is untouched by the
novel’s criticisms. The author recognizes that racial oppression is allowed to endure not
just through active violence, but through the protection of institutional white supremacy.
The novel highlights racism's pervasive presence in everyday life. Surrounding those
major chapters are mini-sections that interrupt the major plotline with backgrounds of
minor characters that hold some significance to Cora or her journey. The examination of
those mini-sections encapsulates the text’s unique form and how it challenges truth and
historical record. I will use literary theory from Georg Lukács to explain why
Whitehead’s choice to borrow from various genres offers useful support to his most
prevalent themes.
Many Black science fiction works establish avenues of exploration in the genre
when writers refuse to ignore race as it exists in its current form. Kilgore's study of sf and
identity supports my assertion: “What critical theories of race and difference have
allowed us to see is that science fiction-as it is practiced- not only can forecast futures
absent of racism but also futures in which racism persists, taking on new forms around
new lines of difference” (17). Kilgore argues that sf inherently contains the ability to be
inclusive of identity-centered topics but, in its current state, does not fully reach its
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potential as a mode of thought that alters the conversation surrounding race in sf
literature. He continues:
Perhaps the great challenge of contemporary science fiction is to
imagine political/social futures in which race does not simply wither away
but is transformed, changing into something different and perhaps
unexpected. This would require paying attention to an actual history of
race (and racism) in which what constitutes the Other and the Self is
always under revision (17).
The Underground Railroad, while decidedly not future-oriented in the sense of noted
technological advances, chooses to concern itself with race's impact on contemporary and
future American society. Rather than look past the current era of a racialized society,
Whitehead chooses to build his novel around one of the United States’ most racially
turbulent eras. The author selects an enslaved Black woman and her journey to freedom
as the vehicle to deliver real-world discussions of race into the genre. Whitehead’s
decision to create a story around a Black woman is itself a nod to the unique experiences
that Black women have in the United States. The novel engages in its own form of
intersectional thought, where every aspect of Cora’s identity suffers in a nation that has
built its institutions as barriers against Black equality. The novel rejects the belief that
Black women are psychologically and physiologically able to withstand much of their
own pain without complaint. Tamara Beauboeuf-Lafontant addresses the stereotype of
the strong Black woman in “Keeping Up Appearances, Getting Fed Up,” where she
states,
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As ‘female Atlas [es],’ strong Black women are encouraged to take
pride in their capacity to endure and overcome adversity and to survive the
physical, economic, and relational ravages of slavery, segregation, and
persistent racism. As superhuman characters, strong black women are
recognized for their relationships to others rather than their connections to
their selves (106).
The novel rejects the trope of Black women suffering in silence, depicting Cora as
someone who is able to display a full range of emotional responses to her situation.
Throughout her journey, Cora is able to feel the pain, anger, and distrust that any human
being would during that period. Her humanity strengthens her and inspires her continued
search for freedom and safety. This normalcy further contrasts the arbitrary nature of the
racism she experiences. It is Cora’s relationships with the characters and history itself
that provide Whitehead’s most essential commentary on race.
The Underground Railroad is not the first novel to combine a slavery-centered
narrative with science fiction. Over the years, multiple Black writers have used sf
narrative devices such as time travel and alternate universes to explore Black presence in
America and the impact of the U.S./Black relationship on current generations. The novels
demand that readers accept the idea that injustice is often timeless despite the United
States' attempts to use the passage of time to avoid responsibility. The Underground
Railroad seeks to upend the United States’ insistence that it has moved beyond the racism
that drove its social policies in the past. The country acknowledges its connection to the
slave trade but does not fully accept how it continues to perpetuate the same restrictive
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policies that it had prior to the Civil Rights Movement. Madhu Dubey addresses the
decision of Black science fiction authors to “turn not just to the past […] but more
specifically to the past of slavery” (779). Using works that cover several decades of
Black sf contributions such as Octavia E. Butler’s 1976 novel Kindred and 2008’s James
McBride’s work, Song Yet Sung, Dubey examines a prominent science fiction theme:
transporting contemporary Black characters to the United States’ slavery era, or, blurring
the linear barrier of time to deliver slavery’s atrocities to the present. The author says of
those themes, “The most common narrative device used by recent novelists of slavery to
signal their distrust of history is a dramatic foreshortening of the temporal distance
between slavery and the present” (786). Dubey indicates that there exists a unique
relationship between history and the speculative genre that inspires many Black authors
to employ its narrative devices as a way of discussing the present relationship between
United States’ society and Black identity. Dubey discovers that the return to that past
offers a specific response to prevailing thoughts regarding Black social position in the
modern era. To that end, Dubey asserts that Black speculative writers use slavery not just
as the traditional act of forced labor and servitude, but as a catch-all term for the status of
post-emancipation Blackness. Slavery then becomes, as Dubey claims,
[a] term […] in these novels [that] mutates to refer to a range of
abusive socioeconomic arrangements, including unpaid manual labor,
sexual trafficking, reproductive exploitation, indentured servitude, and
debt bondage. Although these novels may seem ahistorical insofar as they
dissociate the term slavery from its most familiar historical referent, they
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actually exemplify a historical imagination that can apprehend ruptures as
well as continuities over time (798).
Whitehead adopts a similar understanding of the term slavery as an all-encompassing
form of anti-Black racism, something he emphasizes by having Cora experience the
multiple forms of violence and oppression that Black people have endured during their
time in the United States.
The modern era contains a continued institutional restriction on Black economic
and social progress. Contemporary racism is not the overt anti-Black sentiment and
violence that the people experienced in the mid-20th century, but it is an anti-Blackness
that allows educational disparities to flourish even post-Brown v. The Board of Education
by allowing schools in majority Black neighborhoods to fall into disrepair while refusing
to provide them with adequate number of textbooks, technology, and quality instructors.
The novel illustrates current academic disparities in “South Carolina,” where the narrator
notes that “a page slipped out of [Cora's] primer […] the book was falling apart, from her
use and that of the previous owners. […] The ones from the colored schoolhouse were
well-thumbed and she had to squeeze her letters above and in between other people’s
scribblings” (96-97). In addition to inadequate schools, the Black experience includes the
lack of access to quality jobs despite having equal or superior qualifications. The
institutional restrictions on Black economic stability has adverse impact on their
communities, which often accompanies hyper surveillance by the state as a response to
those conditions. Dischinger notes that, “Whitehead’s novel levies a critique against not
just the past but a present in which police brutality and anti-black violence are seen as
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immutable parts of a capitalist system” (87). The oppression of Whitehead’s present is
fueled by a criminal justice system that disproportionately punishes Black people over
their white counterparts. That same system creates an exploitable workforce that provides
barely-compensated labor for the country’s largest companies. And, once their time
behind bars is completed, they are dropped into a cycle of unemployment and left to turn
to illegal means of support, which place them right back into the prison system to be
exploited for profit all over again. It is the same system that repeats throughout the
country’s history. As it endures, its unfairness is often researched and reported, yet the
system does not change. A recurring theme of the novel is that the modern era is as full of
bigotry as the years that preceded it. And as a many Americans remain quiet about the
still-present oppression, the nation cannot claim to have overcome it.
The novel’s construction as a commentary on the reader’s present by joining
together aspects of the time travel novel with both the historical novel and the slave
narrative. Unlike in Kindred and Song Yet Sung, Whitehead’s protagonist is not aware
that time has been altered and that the future is accessible to her. The Underground
Railroad, rather than announce the character’s movement through time, relies on the
audience’s knowledge of Black history to recognize that time has shifted. That shift
occurs only due to the presence of a literal underground railroad that spans the novel’s
preferred setting of a collapsed Black history. That compressed time and space, which
makes history easily accessible, facilitate the comprehension of crucial moments in Black
history, specifically those of violence and oppression, as being experiences that transcend
the barrier of time to become universal Black experiences. The impact of the oppression
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that the Black population experienced in the past belongs to those who live at this
moment. That sentiment is similarly applied to the white characters of the novel. The
novel interprets their behaviors as impacted by not only their white contemporaries, but
the assurance that their own descendants will continue to perpetuate the same anti-Black
sentiment.
The temporality that the novel constructs allows the novel to press the idea of
universality and it becomes the hinge on which The Underground Railroad functions.
Dubey recognizes that the weakened barriers of time matter across the multiple texts that
he discusses. In Dubey’s discussion of Phyllis Alesia Perry’s Stigmata, where a
contemporary Black woman, Lizzie, bears the physical wounds of her enslaved ancestor,
Ayo, in her temporal present, he references what I will later detail as a central theme of
Whitehead’s work,
The circular and vacillating sense of time associated with slavery is
meant to belie the widespread belief, shared by Lizzie’s parents, that
expansion of the African American middle class following Civil Rights
legislation should be taken as proof of the decline of systemic racism. A
similar skepticism about racial progress permeates other speculative
fictions of slavery as well (791-792)
By removing the linear temporality of the centuries of historical abuse and
exploitation faced by Black people, Whitehead rejects the myth of post-racialism upon
which a continued, systemic exploitation is founded. Discussing the notion of progress,
Walter Benjamin’s eighth thesis in Theses on the Philosophy of History states that
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championing progress facilitates the recurrence of fascistic oppression: “One reason
fascism has a chance is that, in the name of progress, its opponents treat it as a historical
norm. The current amazement that the things we are experiencing are ‘still’ possible in
the twentieth century is not philosophical. This amazement is not the beginning of
knowledge” (392). The novel parallels Benjamin’s understanding that honest selfassessment is essential to adequately addressing oppression. Using Walter Benjamin’s
assessment of historicism, Whitehead’s novel is uniquely qualified to address this topic.
Benjamin states, “the tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the ‘state of emergency’
in which we live is not the exception but the rule. We must attain to a conception of
history that accords with this insight” (392). The Underground Railroad was published
after a lengthy construction of nearly fifteen years. Whitehead began forming ideas for
the text in 2000, something he suggests was a simple thought experiment: “what if the
Underground Railroad was an actual railroad? You know, I think when you're a kid and
you first hear about it in school or whatever, you imagine a literal subway beneath the
earth. And then you find out that it's not a literal subway, and you get a bit upset”
(npr.org). Whitehead’s development of the novel is significant because it anticipates the
conversations of American post-racialism in the 21st century. At the time of the novel’s
2016 publication, Whitehead had witnessed post-racialism’s resurgence following two
major national events: 2001’s 9/11 attacks and the 2008 election of Barack Obama. The
former championed the erasure of racial identity in favor of a national identity in order to
reject terrorism and project an image of a unified America. Seven years after that, the
first Black American was elected President of the United States, a political position that
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national media quickly denoted as the final hurdle in accomplishing American racial
equality. The Underground Railroad recognizes that both events perform similar
historical erasures to racial reality.
By the third chapter, this project will explore the novel’s theme of the universality
of oppression. The removal of the linear restriction of time functions as a way to draw
future atrocities to the past. Significant historical events from long after Cora’s era in
U.S. history (such as the Tuskegee Project and the American eugenics program of the
early 20th century) are representative of the multiple instances in U.S. history where
Black people served as bodies for experimentation in American medicine. In addition to
those examples, I’ll discuss presence of characters who are representative of major
figures involved in the 1960’s Civil Rights Movement and how they function in relation
to the text’s universal history. Finally, I will also examine the novel’s centermost chapter,
“North Carolina,” a temporal nowhere-space where Whitehead explores a historical
could-be moment where unchecked racism is allowed to flourish. The Underground
Railroad’s collapsed history is best viewed through Dubey’s comments on Perry’s work:
In Stigmata, Lizzie’s obsession with the past is presented as a corrective to
her parents’ amnesia about slavery, a stance of willed repression necessary
to prop up their hard-won middle-class status. Committed to a narrative of
racial advancement in the post-Civil Rights period, Lizzie’s mother insists
that life moves forward, ‘like a line’ and ‘the past is the past’. To this,
Lizzie responds, ‘Life is nonlinear” echoing the recursive time-sense of
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her ancestor Ayo, who describes slaves as living ‘in the circle. We back
and gone and Back again (791).
The deeply-ingrained knowledge that no ending for Black oppression is on the horizon
comes as The Underground Railroad closes in its epilogue. The novel does not provide a
definitive close because it is simply unable to foresee a United States that achieves the
social progress that it presently claims.
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CHAPTER I

ENGAGING SF CRITICISM THROUGH RACIAL CONTEXTS

In an interview with The Black Scholar, Octavia E. Butler recounted an
experience she had while attending a science fiction convention in the 1980s:
I was sitting next to the editor of a magazine that no longer exists and he
was also doing some science fiction writing. He said that he didn’t think
that blacks should be included in science fiction stories because they
changed the character of the stories; that if you put in a black, all of a
sudden the focus is on this person (18).
Butler’s recollection illustrates the anxiety sf’s largely white, male consumers and
content creators experience at the inclusion of a Black protagonist. That anxiety
continues to this day, and it impacts the study, attitudes, and interpretations of sf texts
written by Black authors. As a response, novelists ignore a direct conversation about race
by choosing to substitute non-humans as racialized stand-ins. Sf created by nonwhite
authors presents differently compared to much of the sf canon. Often, such works include
narrative details inspired by their various cultural backgrounds. Novels such as The
Underground Railroad and Nalo Hopkinson’s Midnight Robber contain distinctly Black
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cultural signifiers that require background knowledge to engage the texts. I will address
how The Underground Railroad resists much of the genre’s criticism by contrasting it
with the work of influential critics such and Istvan Csicsery-Ronay, Jr. and Darko Suvin.
Typically, a possible future historical marker meant to designate the period that
marks the end of racism is not included in sf works. A recurring feature of sf texts is the
assumption that with time and technological advancement, race will somehow disappear
into the past. The futures of the novels, films, and television works set in a United States
that is centuries and/or decades ahead of its present time are unrecognizable to identityconscious readers mostly due to the explicit notion that the nation has achieved social
progress. That historical ignorance spreads across a majority of the genre’s products,
where exclusion of nonwhite groups occurs as the unconscious response to the idea that
the genre should (or must) address race as part of the fictionalized social progress of its
various settings. When nonwhites are included, it is often not as living beings who are
engaged in the plot in some form. Instead, they are represented through architectural and
linguistic markers that are transported to the future, divorced from their original group of
origin or their histories. The presence of those markers typically hints toward an
unexplored unnoted historical moment of widespread cultural assimilation or cultural
dominance. De Witt Kilgore responds to the formation of raceless futures with,
Within this logic, the problem of racism can be erased if its victims
forgive its perpetrators and if we all forget the history of racialization and
the richness of cultural variation. The problem with this solution is that it
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enshrines white masculinity, unmarked or troubled by culture, race, and
gender, as the norm to which all ‘differences’ must assimilate (231).
For example, the futures seen in popular sf media like Joss Whedon’s Firefly and the
recent sequel to Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner, a space opera and cyberpunk work
respectively, are obviously impacted by nonwhite culture (e.g., the use of Mandarin in
Firefly and the Asian-inspired aesthetic of Blade Runner’s recent sequel), but the plots
are devoid of racial concerns. The works feature nonwhite characters, but the characters’
stories are not tied to their racial identities. The environment is the only aspect of those
works that contains distinct references to cultures that exist within the same temporal
moment as the content’s consumers. In essence, those futures are inaccessible to
nonwhite groups. The erasure of nonwhite populations is rarely addressed by the
characters. Instead, the groups disappear into the future’s history and are referenced as
only part of the major events within the narrative’s world-building. That, of course, is not
the case when the content is written by nonwhite authors. When white writers explore the
numerous implications identity can have on the present and the far-future, they do so
through substituting robots or aliens to create a barrier of impenetrable fiction that avoids
direct conversations regarding race. And in those texts, those bodies become figures that
must be forcibly rejected or their acceptance into society debated. The recurrence of that
conversation mirrors contemporary discussions regarding race, religion, and sexuality
and their place in certain social situations. Kilgore recounts how classic sf texts
participate in creating racial parallels: “Isaac Asimov’s 1940s robot stories […] use the
social conventions of a segregated America to project both the containment and potential
16

of humanoid robots in relation to their human masters” (17). If I, Robot is read as a
commentary on race, the text reveals the differences between using real, racialized
subjects and nonhuman representatives. The Robot collection fails to fully represent the
oppressed in its application of the Three Laws of Robotics. Even though the three laws
are restrictive to the agency of the robots, the sentient beings are given more humanity
and freedom than real-world slaves. Asimov’s Third Law of Robotics allows the
possibility of the robots to “protect [their] own existence,” a directive that Black slaves
were not allowed (726). Even though slaves were essential to accumulating wealth much
in the same way that Asimov’s robots are employed, their owners were unconcerned with
maintaining health beyond what was necessary for their roles on the plantation. The
prevalence of employing racial representatives renders the genre unreceptive to in-depth
discussions about contemporary race and racism.
The question lingers as to why Black authors choose to continue to participate in a
genre mired in its own unwillingness to address race. Isiah Lavender III, Black sf theorist
and author of Race in American Science Fiction, notes that there is an interesting science
fictional aspect to Blackness itself that lends a legitimacy to why race should be a prime
topic of discussion in both sf literature and sf criticism. The connection between
Blackness and sf begins with the forced arrival of Black people in the Americas.
Lavender writes of those invested in a genre that celebrates and acknowledges Blackness:
“[They] feel that sf unceasingly symbolizes events that have shaped black culture, such as
the legacy of slavery and the forced abduction and relocation of Africans to a strange
land governed by strange white beings. In other words, the African American historical
17

and cultural condition is inherently the stuff of sf” (48). What the afrofuturists, or writers
who explore the intersection of sf and the African diaspora, of Lavender’s statement
recognize is that the displacement and social alienation of Black people mirrors much of
what is seen in first contact and AI-concerned texts, but within sf criticism, that
correlation is rarely explored by its white participants. As Lavender reminds readers, “Sf
is a literature of possibility, and as such it certainly demands a mode of reading critical to
race and racism in order to go along with increasing Black participation in the field” (46).
If sf is one of the more valid modes of thought to engage race, why does so much of the
sf criticism canon ignore race outright?
The Underground Railroad embraces the idea that Blackness is itself part of the sf
imaginary, but the novel does not surround its commentary on American racial politics
with a distinctive sf environment. There are no technological unfamiliarities. Instead, the
novel borrows from sf by making time permeable. Without the context of historical
record, the few anachronisms and historical recreations in Whitehead’s work would go
unnoticed. In fact, Cora does not recognize that she has traveled through time, and at the
occurrence of “North Carolina,” through space. The slippage of time and history is a
secret shared only with the spectators of her journey. Those aspects of Whitehead’s work,
however, if evaluated against Darko Suvin’s definition of the genre, preclude the text
from being considered sf. In On What Is and Is Not an SF Narration; With a List of 101
Victorian Books That Should Be Excluded From SF Bibliographies, Suvin defines key
characteristics of the genre: “SF is distinguished by the narrative dominance of a fictional
novelty (novum, innovation) validated both by being continuous with a body of already
18

existing cognitions and by being a ‘mental experiment’ based on cognitive logic” (Suvin
45). The novum, which typically represents the introduction of new, history-changing
technology in sf works, is first defined in Suvin’s Metamorphoses of Science Fiction. By
rule, the novum must be scientifically plausible and be “unknown in the author’s
empirical environment” (Suvin 47). Without that novum, a text like Whitehead’s would
be classified by Suvin as “Naturalistic Fiction with Minor SF Elements,” a classification
that Suvin discusses in On What Is and Is Not an SF Narration. As Suvin reminds his
audience:
An SF narration is not just a story that possesses this or that SF element or
aspect: utopian strivings, […] visions of other worlds, better or worse than
our own, as in Milton, Swedenborg, and thousands of their popular
imitators […]; new technological gadgets; or anything else of the kind. An
SF narration is a fiction in which the SF element or aspect is hegemonic
— i.e., so central and significant that it determines the whole narrative
logic, or at least the overriding narrative logic, regardless of any impurities
that might be present. (Suvin 47).
If operating under the assumption that Blackness is science fictional, The
Underground Railroad does not require the inclusion of Suvin’s technological novum to
be sf. Throughout the novel, Cora’s Blackness is reacted to much in the way that the alien
body is in a first contact situation. Lavender echoes that point in his text when he states
that “Alien ‘others’ stand in for racial ‘others’ and vice versa. These archetypes are
seemingly transposable. It would seem, then, that continual encounters and struggles with
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the ‘other’ are the hallmark of true Western experience” (20). In many alien-invasion
narratives, the others’ bodies become sites of academic and military study, initiated by
the need to discover the key to controlling or destroying that foreign population. In The
Underground Railroad, that response to the alien body is replicated in “South Carolina.”
In that chapter, both Black women and men are subjects of medical experimentation,
their bodies marked as less than human. They are selected to serve as unwilling
participants in their own demise through semi-biological warfare and sterilization
programs. The alien parallel also extends to their physical appearance. Black skin
becomes the immediate symbol of danger to the white majority, causing the white
population to react violently and attempt to eject these “aliens” from their various spaces.
Additionally, genetics are tied to social and political standing, functioning as the
inspiration in the drafting and passage of federal policy. And it is this understanding of
Blackness as being marked as alien that operates as the novel’s novum. Race becomes the
socially-transformative object that contributes to the evolution of the nation through the
progression of time. To borrow from Csicsery-Ronay’s explanation of the novum, race in
the United States has “every significant aspect of the narrative’s meaning [...] derived
from it: the estranged conditions caused by a radically new thing, the thematic unity of
the work, and even changes in the readers’ attitudes toward their own world” (49). By
perceiving Blackness as inherently sf, race-conscious texts offer “black people a chance
to think about the future of race relations as they are impacted by science and technology
and to rethink painful moments in racial history such as slavery in uncommon way”
(Lavender 45). This “uncommon way” is demonstrated in Whitehead’s text as the
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performance of future history for the purpose of demonstrating the recurring cycle of
anti-Black oppression in the United States (45). Racism is built into the fabric of the
United States, and it returns over time through the bigotry ingrained in its institutions. It
drives American history forward and has impacted the vision of the future that many
Black sf authors create. One of Darko Suvin’s most influential sf theories is the
classification of sf literature as a mode of cognitive estrangement. Cognitive
estrangement in sf, born from Suvin’s fascination with the Brechtian theory of
playwriting, is the dialectical relationship between comprehending a world that is both
rational and unfamiliar at the same time. That world must also be somewhat recognizable
to the reader. The worlds created through cognitive estrangement,
allow for a conceptual breakthrough where one model is replaced by
another, thus providing the idealized reader with a changed or altered
perception of the world according to the rules of science or perhaps the
conventions of modern culture. A change in perspective causes the reader
to realize new ideas or interpret the world differently (40).
One need not state that Suvin's work is obsolete to point out that the field's most
prominent voices have missed much of how a race-conscious text resists much of sf’s
academic criticism. One of the most prevalent interpretations of the genre inspired by
Suvin’s theories is that sf is invested in tackling contemporary social issues through the
trope of temporal displacement. The purpose is to discover a possible method of bettering
the present and near-future. Suvin defines sf narratives as “[a] mirror to man just as the
differing country is a mirror for his world. But the mirror is not only a reflecting one, it is
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also a transforming one, virgin womb and alchemical dynamo: the mirror is a crucible”
(5). Expecting that mirror on humanity to change the future of the nation relies on the
idea that humanity is capable of doing such. The Underground Railroad assumes that the
United States is inherently resistant to reflection and change and must be bluntly
reminded of its destructive activities. As time progresses, the nation has continued to
evolve social and political policies that negatively impact nonwhite populations. The
acceptance of a cyclical return of oppression is an aspect of being race-conscious in
America. At its core, the hundreds of years preceding the writer’s present reality are
justification enough to criticize sf’s post-racial leanings.
In addition to sf criticism’s deficient accounting for race-conscious experiences,
sf lacks inclusivity even as it wishes to find paths to better possible futures. Lavender
recognizes that “even though it is a literature that talks a lot about underclasses, it does so
from a privileged if somewhat generic white space” (Lavender 19). In those narratives,
the “underclasses” serve as plot window dressing (19). The impact of the oppressive
environments on the oppressed are interpreted mostly, if not only, through the eyes of the
white protagonist. Those works privilege the perspective of the white outsider over the
population that the protagonist has elected to protect. The grievances that the oppressed
might have are validated through the outsider-turned-savior’s recognizing and then
accepting that society is engaged in social oppression. This, of course, is a prevalent trope
in most sf visual media with films like Avatar and District 9, where both feature a
political awakening of the human (white) protagonists. Each occurs because the
protagonists experience an event that causes them to become part of their respectively
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oppressed groups, the Na’vi and extraterrestrials/“Prawns,” and only then do the films’
subjects recognize the nation’s tyrannical control over the “other.”
Lavender notes that “sf functions as an unconscious barometer of public attitudes”
(60). He states that the cognitive estrangement interpretation of sf, with its reliance on
logical science, allows for the prevalence of premature post-racial self-assuredness. The
author notes that “sf is problematic because it has resisted race-reading. It has displayed
racist attitudes and presented ‘solutions’ for the race problem by imagining postracial
worlds, albeit imperfectly” (62). Lavender makes the case that the hyper-focus on science
works to the detriment of nonwhite sf consumers simply because science is in some ways
impacted by social pressures, anxieties, institutional availability. The stereotypes ascribed
to people of varying races have been appropriated in numerous texts set in those
simultaneously familiar and unfamiliar futures that demonstrate the authors’
unwillingness to provide an escape from those harmful social designations for any person
not white, male, and heterosexual. Lavender uses H.G. Wells’ The Time Machine as an
example of how the early 20th century’s scientific racism impacted the genre’s texts:
Humanity devolves into two contrary ends of evolutionary possibility. In
an inventive complication of existing racial stereotypes, Wells establishes
the darker childlike and vacuous Eloi as the food supply of the white,
inhuman, almost alien Morlocks. Both races evoke memories of slaverythe Eloi are mindless, docile primitives and the Morlocks are ‘ape-like’
savages (55).
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Of course, science and society have undergone changes during the time between The
Time Machine and the publication of The Underground Railroad. Even as I engage this
project in 2018, resurgent public debate about the racial component of intelligence
continues. If contemporary conversations about race and representation are still ongoing,
what implications does this hold for the genre’s criticism? Without an understanding and
acceptance that Black people are equally capable, they will be erased from those futures.
To further examine what the narrative implications are for time-travel novels or sf texts
reliant on history, I will directly challenge Csicsery-Ronay’s work on the aforementioned
sf narratives.
The Underground Railroad interrogates and confirms the unique connection
between history, identity, and time that Black speculative fiction authors often engage.
The novel contemplates the present status of blackness in the United States by retrofitting
history and historical narrative into a compressed and continuous cycle that becomes a
possible mode of exploration. Whitehead presents an honest retelling of the American
origin story that runs counter to conventional American historical narratives that erase the
importance of Black presence to its formation. Istvan Csicsery-Ronay, Jr., who seeks to
“map out some ideas about the historical and philosophical aspects of science fiction (sf)”
in The Seven Beauties of Science Fiction, begins his analysis of how the genre handles
history in “History Free and Experimental” by considering how the subject as both a
narrative form and structural foundation operates in the genre. He first notes that sf texts
typically cannot be expected to carry the same narrative consequences as those in history:
“SF lacks the gravity of history, because it lacks the gravity of lived experience. It is
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weightless. Its represented futures incur no obligations” (ix, 83). Csicsery-Ronay asserts
that the genre presents the impression of emotional distance to its readers because of the
disconnect between what the readers know to be their reality and the generally
technologically-advanced, unrecognizable future. That temporal distance relieves the
audience of the burden of bearing responsibility for the novel’s social and political
climate that was created from the readers’ own present. But, as will be discussed here and
in later chapters, The Underground Railroad presupposes that the future will mirror much
of the social and political conditions of the audience’s own present and historical past,
conditions that specifically relate to the relationship between Black Americans and the
United States. Much of the novel’s understanding of sf narrative conflicts with CsicseryRonay’s comment that “the concreteness of the represented futures (that is, the sense of
personal consciousness mediated by real things) is borrowed from documents and
fictions, and there is no way for readers to test it against the reality of experience. There
is, consequently, no reason for it to be believed in or committed to” (83).
A later comment in The Seven Beauties of Science Fiction reveals CsicseryRonay’s pessimism that the histories that sf texts support are anything more than careless
copies that disregard context and truth: “Works of sf play out myths of history, without
competing models or recalcitrant facts, in stories into which events are intentionally and
aesthetically constructed to fit. In every case, the cause-and-effect chain of human and
natural events is emptied of the fatality of fact and experience” (84). Those stories strip
responsibility from the subjects of that borrowed history and often include revisions of or
blindnesses to their roles in the formation of those societies. Csicsery-Ronay’s analysis is
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in conflict with my determination that The Underground Railroad is a work of sf in spite
of its reliance on historical fact. Even after his earlier assertions, Csicsery-Ronay later
admits that the generic histories of sf hold just enough narrative importance that they
cannot be outright ignored. He writes, “Dislodging and dispersing historical paradigms is
one of sf’s jobs. Here (as in all the aspects under discussion, from language to science)
we must take sf’s generic history seriously, as a constitutive part of every story” (84).
That acceptance is enough of a concession that Csicsery-Ronay must later account for the
decidedly history-centered time travel novels, where time travel must be understood as a
threat to history. Csicsery-Ronay’s examination of that narrative form, like much of his
discussion of the function of history in future-oriented sf, bypasses how the genre is
affected by the inclusion of race-centered works.
Csicsery-Ronay writes of time travel, “[It] brings the question of whether there
can be only one future into the foreground, as a philosophical and ethical puzzle to be
explicitly contemplated. It also displaces the future outside of historical futurism by
substituting temporal disjunction for continuity” (98). Csicsery-Ronay continues, “Time
travel narratives take the basic science-fictional pretense of empirical clairvoyance a step
further. They pose the possibility, not only of imagining how the future will come into
being, but of intervening in events that have already happened, in order to change their
future, our present” (98). I argue that The Underground Railroad does not fully meet
Csicsery-Ronay’s description of the purpose of typical time travel novels because of its
racialized subject. For Colson Whitehead, there is no need to imagine the new political
and social landscape of the future because examining the totality of American historical
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record exposes the recurring institutional oppression of Black Americans (e.g., from
enslavement to the modern criminal justice system) throughout their presence as United
States residents. To the author, the future already assures a specific outcome. Whitehead
does not and could never seek to create an environment that imagines a far-future
alternative because, as he demonstrates through his use of the collapsed history, the
future would not differ from his present. What would change at that temporal moment
would be aesthetics, not the systemic racism that assures the enduring economic and
social policies of the United States.
By refusing to create that future, Whitehead makes the past his focus. When it
comes to the discussion of moving backward through time, science fiction theory states
that a shift in the narrative from one of exploration and discovery to one of selfpreservation occurs as a response. Csicsery-Ronay suggests that the movement towards
the past reveals the fragility of history and the anxious reaction to the threat of potentially
changing historical record:
It is in travel to the past that the latent turbulence of time comes
into relief. The looming paradoxes and loops are the same in both domains
but, as the future has only virtual existence, the contradictions have no
consequences. Travel to the past, on the other hand, threatens the present’s
conditions of existence (99).
The apprehension that Csicsery-Ronay ascribes to the possibility of erasing the present,
and in turn erasing the protagonist’s life, is an idea that does not account for racialized
experiences. The protagonists of works that send seemingly raceless (i.e., white) or race27

unconscious beings to the past do not have to battle with the social conventions of the
time period. Even as Csicsery-Ronay argues that,
Time travel to the past may have one ultimate purpose: to find a
way to prevent our own deaths: ‘The clandestine social psychological goal
of virtual time travel is to exterminate the radical otherness of history and
other cultures, to short-circuit the difficult course of mourning, to meet up
with none other than myself (100).
His theory does not account for the impossibility of a Black time traveler altering Black
history by returning to that past. The inclusion of an individual from any nonwhite group
in a time travel novel would render Csicsery-Ronay’s comments insufficient. The vast
participation in and sustained spread of the slave trade across the world precludes any
available path to achieving that. For example, Nisi Shawl’s 2016 novel, Everfair, disrupts
late 19th century history of the African continent by imagining a rejection of encroaching
European colonialism through collaborative resistance between African tribes, Black
Americans, East Asians, and sympathetic European political organizations. Shawl’s novel
recognizes that a crucial moment in history facilitates the conception of a new avenue of
African historical possibility. Time travel novels could recreate Shawl’s thought
experiment with the international slave trade, but unlike Shawl’s Everfair, the result
would be devastating. A time traveler who intervenes in the slave trade participates in the
unmaking of Black Americans. As a response, the writer must imagine what forms in
place of a group that no longer exists.

28

Later, Csicsery-Ronay’s discussion of time travel suggests that in order to engage
the idea of time travel in the first place, it must be accepted that history lacks tangibility
in some form:
One precondition for sf time travel is the imaginary permeability of
history. A time traveler moves through time as one might move through
space, and adds an element of will and control to a domain in which we
cannot but always be acted upon. The journey is nearly always extremely
rapid or instantaneous, without a mediating experience of passage and
duration (100).
While the novel demonstrates that Whitehead acknowledges permeable history as
requisite for travel, the journey itself is neither instantaneous nor subject to the
protagonists’ will. Whitehead explores the totality of Black history within the United
States by fashioning a literal Underground Railroad, where a train runs beneath the earth,
carrying escaped slaves along various locations throughout the enslaved South to
freedom in the North. That train does not function much in the same way that a
conventional time-traveling vehicle would. First, the protagonist is unaware that she is
moving through time that experience is only for the readers to recognize and observe.
Recognizing that the novel is playing with time and history relies on the reader’s ability
to find the technological anachronisms that exist throughout the novel. The text then
issues a challenge, asking readers to question their historical knowledge in order to be
able to recognize major moments in Black American History littered throughout the
novel. Second, each route traveled by the characters is touched by both the danger of
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Cora’s fugitive status and the illegality of the Underground Railroad itself. In the novel,
the existence of the technology to traverse time is not taboo, but what violates the social
order is the tech’s purpose of transporting human capital away from their owners. This
reading positions the train and the railway tunnels as the novum, but that is dismissed by
how they are employed in the text. The railroad is a method of observing history, not
acting on it. None of the states entered by Cora (or the railroad itself) gesture towards any
significant change in the direction of its social policies.
The fear of altering the past to the detriment of the present is an idea resisted by
race. Csicsery-Ronay is correct in stating that “The later can ‘infect’ the earlier, and
colonize it. Time can be ideologically controlled. Time that can be manipulated by power
is paradoxically linked to the felt need, shared by many writers and scientists, to believe
that the physical universe must not permit the alteration of the past to cause different
future outcomes” (101). For the Black time traveler, a trip to the past does not pose any
potential risk to the future. In fact, any attempt by the protagonist to alter the social
structures of that historical moment would more than likely contribute to the traveler’s
own demise at the hands of the past’s population. Each of the slave-holding territories
passed laws to circumvent the rise of Black self-determination. For example, the Virginia
Slave Codes of 1705 made resisting owners, through violence or acquiring knowledge,
punishable by death. Similar codes were passed over the next century of enslavement.
Unlike the protagonists of commonly known time-travel novels, from the moment that a
Black traveler arrives in the past, he or she is immediately marked as commodity and is
essentially less than human. Those characters could not possibly possess the power to act
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as a catalyst of sustained change on the timeline. To follow this argument, I must borrow
an event from early United States history: If a writer chose to attribute Nat Turner’s
Rebellion to a time traveler, historical record would show that the event itself had some
impact on federal and state laws regarding slave education and assembly, but it had no
major impact on the existence of slavery itself. Slave owners in many of the states banned
reading and writing years before Nat Turner’s appearance. There was not an actual
substantive change in the daily lives of enslaved Black Americans. In fact, several states
had already restricted education for their slaves going back nearly one century before the
federal laws in response to Turner’s rebellion were passed.
The temporal paradox is also impacted by race. Csicsery-Ronay states that the
distress caused by the threat of temporal paradox is a feature of time travel fiction.
Invoking the grandfather paradox, a concept that first referred to a time traveler’s going
to the past and killing his or her own grandfather and endangering his or her existence,
and now covers any disruption of the past by a traveler, Cscisery-Ronay says, “the
grandfather paradox is so powerful a threat that writers have posited ‘time cops,’ or a
universal defense of progressive timelines” (101). Whitehead once again does not have to
engage the distress that stems from paradoxes because the author understands that the
nature of the American slave trade lessens the possibility of temporal paradoxes to a
nearly negligible percentage. The prevalence of the practice of separating families largely
assures that the traveler has no access to knowledge regarding their ancestors. As such,
the paradox of retroactively erasing one's own existence through the death of a relative is
largely minimized. Csicsery-Ronay concludes, “The incongruity between individuals’
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free movement and the rigid structure of time usually plays out [how] the characters’
mobility interferes with the strict structure of historical cause and effect, creating time
loops” (101). While Csicsery-Ronay acknowledges that the fear of time loops
precipitated the narrative tool of policing movement through time, The Underground
Railroad recognizes and embraces that loop as a feature of Black History and applies it as
a narrative representation of the current historical moment that the novel is addressing. In
essence, the text illustrates that contemporary Black Americans remain trapped in the
latest iteration of American institutional oppression. And, as the text highlights in its
exploration of American possibility, the oppression threatens to ensnare future
generations.
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CHAPTER II

EMPLOYING STRUCTURE AS CRITIQUE

To construct Cora’s trip through Black History, The Underground Railroad combines
features of the epic with science fiction. The novel references Homer’s Odyssey and
Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, a novel where the fantastic represents the author’s
social and political environment. The novel’s structure suggests that the text should be
interpreted similarly. As Cora travels across the southern United States, each state
presents a different manifestation of racism. Whitehead segments his novel into chapters
that present each section of the protagonist’s journey as experiences that parallel specific
historical moments in Black American history: “Every state is different. […] Each one a
state of possibility, with its own customs and way of doing things. Moving through them,
you’ll see the breadth of the country before you reach your final stop” (68-69). The
chapters feature three modes of temporality: the past, the present, and the future of Black
American history. Each stage of Cora’s journey functions much in the way that Gulliver’s
Travels does, as a method to reveal the true face of society.
Georg Lukács’ discussion of the historical novel illuminates Whitehead’s
strategic appropriation of the epic: “Both tragedy and great epic – epic and novel –
33

present the objective, outer world; they present the inner life of man only insofar as his
feelings and thoughts manifest themselves in deeds and actions, in a visible interaction
with objective, outer reality” (90). That method advances Whitehead’s demonstrated
interest in the “outer reality” of a racist United States (90). The novel exposes the
inherent racism of the United States by emphasizing the ties between U.S. economic,
social, and political policy and anti-Black racism through Cora's interaction with these
systems. At multiple points, racism threatens to impede her search for freedom and
safety. And, because the character is powerless to weaken racism’s grip on the country
and ultimately, her life, all she is left with is the hope to stay one step ahead of racist
violence. The novel’s expression of a ubiquitous structural racism relies on elements of
epic literature, and it highlights the tie between the epic genre and the historical novel
that Whitehead evokes with the novel’s 19th century setting. Lukács’ early survey of the
novel’s form notes that the
epic and the novel […] differ from one another not by their
authors’ fundamental intentions but by the given historico-philosophical
realities with which the authors were confronted. The novel is the epic of
an age in which the extensive totality of life is no longer directly given
[…] yet [] still thinks in terms of totality (56).
To achieve a sense of totality, The Underground Railroad exhibits Black American
history through the novel’s compressed timeline and Cora, who embodies a collective
Black experience. Lukács notes that the contrast between form is presented through how
totality is oriented: “The epic gives form to a totality of life that is rounded from within;
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the novel seeks, by giving form, to uncover and construct the concealed totality of life”
(60). I argue that through operating from the perspective of a novel's totality, The
Underground Railroad stresses the point that no one element of white society is free from
participating in the nation’s racism. This mode of thought allows the writer to
demonstrate the various methods in which white Americans have participated in the
nation’s attack on Black Americans. The text uses specific characters to represent and
address white supremacists, racial fetishists, white moderate figures of Dr. King’s
writings, and those who minimize the massive historical impact of sustained oppression.
The most prominent example of the epic's impact on the text is "Tennessee."
“Tennessee” marks the first chapter in which Cora crosses a state border without the
assistance of the Underground Railroad. The chapter also lacks the performance of
historical events that accompany her visit to both South Carolina and North Carolina.
Instead, the novel’s presentation of each state as a separate universe, each “a state of
possibility with its own customs” by giving Tennessee a distinctly apocalyptic feel (205).
The state is full of terrible omens, with images of death following the state’s inhabitants.
Disease stretches across the state, forcing its residents to burn and abandon entire towns
to stem the contagion. The skies are perpetually red and full of ash, a “fantastic beast[]
twisting in a volcano” (205). In addition to the ash and fires covering a majority of the
state, “Tennessee” also distinguishes itself as the most supernatural of the text: “The
world was scorched and harrowed as far as they could see, a sea of ash and char from the
flat planes of the fields up to the hills and mountain. Black trees tilted, stunted black arms
pointing as if to a distant place untouched by flame” (200). The use of crows, long
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employed in literature as omens of bad luck or death, signifies an upcoming or
unresolved act of violence. In Homer’s Odyssey, which Whitehead evokes in
“Tennessee,” the birds are similarly employed as such. Whitehead presses the chapter’s
connection to the work, by introducing Ridgeway’s Black assistant, “Homer.”
The god of Whitehead’s apocalyptic Tennessee punishes the Americans
participating in both the slave trade and 1830’s Trail of Tears. Those who commit acts of
evil in its borders are cursed with the specter of death and decay. For example, the
darkness of Tennessee surrounds Ridgeway’s crew. Boseman, known for wearing a
necklace of dried Native American ears he took from a former employee of Ridgeway,
found himself surrounded by insects that had not bothered the previous owner of the
necklace: “Even though the ears were dried and shriveled, they drew flies when it was
hot. […] The flies hadn’t harassed the Indian when he owned it, as Ridgeway reminded
him from time to time” (203). Flies typically surround rotting corpses. And, by the end of
the chapter, Boseman becomes one.
The novel draws from other Greek tragedies by including a muse. Jasper serves in
that role. Jasper, who foretells the death of Boseman through song, plays this part while
simultaneously connecting this uniquely epic role to Black identity. Four days into
Tennessee, Jasper sings, “When the Savior calls you up, you’re going to lay the burden
down, lay that burden down. […] [God]’s going to look into your soul and see what you
done” (211-212). Jasper is the text’s Cassandra, his songs of upcoming death disregarded
by the characters until the appearance of Cora’s rescuers from the Indiana settlement. It is
not until Boseman takes his last breath that he realizes that Jasper’s warnings of divine
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retribution have come to pass. The slave catcher lies on the ground when he whimpers the
refrain, “[God]’s going to look in your soul and see what you done, sinner” (227). And
later, during Ridgeway’s final appearance in the text, it is apparent that death caught up
to him as well. The slave catcher is thin and worn, his body able to function only due to
his intense desire to catch Cora. Eventually Ridgeway dies, fulfilling the words Jasper
sang before his murder.
The novel’s appropriation of the epic in "Tennessee" creates the boundaries for
Whitehead's imagined apocalypse. Were this possible future not restricted to a single
state through its recreation of an epic scene, surely the fire, death, and retribution would
engulf the country itself. Lukács notes that in the epic genre, "The world of meaning can
be grasped, it can be taken in at a glance [...]. For knowledge is only the raising of a veil,
creation only the copying of visible and eternal essences, virtue a perfect knowledge of
the paths "(32). Despite the chapter's heavy reliance on apocalyptic metaphors, lifting the
veil on historical narrative is done through Ridgeway's various conversations about
American ideology with Cora. One of the earliest examples of this occurs when
Ridgeway reveals what happened to Caesar:
We caught up with it at the factory at the end of its shift. At first,
wasn’t no big fuss. Another runaway caught. Then word spread that
Caesar was wanted for the murder of a little boy […]. They broke into the
jail. The sheriff opened the door, to be honest, but that’s not as dramatic.
They broke into the jail and ripped its body to pieces. The decent people
of South Carolina with their schoolhouses and Friday credit (219).
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That moment serves to shatter any belief that Caesar had made it out or that the people of
South Carolina were any more benevolent than the people Cora encountered in North
Carolina. At any moment the white citizens could revoke their tenuous acceptance of
Black people and institute their own Freedom Road. Later, the characters address the
doublespeak that provides cover to the terrible acts committed by those same people, one
that references the work being done in South Carolina's Museum of Natural Wonders and
the historical whitewash that often follows major atrocities. Cora tells Ridgeway, “You
go on about reasons […] call things by other names as if it changes what they are. But
that don’t make them true” (220). To which Ridgeway replies, “It’s true, though, your
complaint. We come up with all sorts of fancy talk to hide things. Like in the newspapers
nowadays, all the smart men talking about Manifest Destiny. Like it’s a new idea” (221).
That doublespeak is endemic to the retelling of the United States' historical narrative. The
characters call it out and provide the translation. Ridgeway does so when he says, “All
these years later, I prefer the American spirit, the one that called us from the Old World
to the New, to conquer and build and civilize. And destroy that what needs to be
destroyed. To lift up the lesser races. If not lift up-subjugate. And if not subjugate,
exterminate. Our destiny by divine prescription-the American imperative” (221-222). The
slave-catcher conveys the truth of the nation's building, understanding how destructive
white supremacy is to those that they label part of the "lesser races" (222). Later,
Ridgeway recounts the purpose of the slave-catcher:
You heard my name when you were a pickaninny. The name of
punishment, dogging every fugitive step and every thought of running
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away. For every slave I bring home, twenty others abandon their fullmoon schemes. I’m a notion of order. The slave that disappears-it’s a
notion too. Of hope. Undoing what I do so that a slave the next plantation
over gets an idea that it can run, too. If we allow that, we accept the flaw
in the imperative. And I refuse (223).
Ridgeway does not attempt to paint his occupation chasing escaped slaves across the
United States as one valiantly returning property to its owners, but one of keeping the
slaves in their rightful place as property. Ridgeway's purpose is to assure plantation
owners that the wealth built through slave-labor is not in danger of being lost to chasing
freedom. “Tennessee” is the chapter that attempts to remove the whitewash of the
nation’s history and retell it sans its lies.
The novel’s preoccupation with the era of enslavement and Jim Crow in American
History provides the historical backdrop to each state-titled chapter. Whitehead borrows
from slave narratives published before and following emancipation as well as primary
sources collected by universities to replicate the novel's unique relationship with the
linear progression of time in its structure. At the start of each state chapter, Whitehead
includes newspaper advertisements for runaway slaves. At first glance, they appear just
as fictional as the rest of the text, but Whitehead’s acknowledgements at the end of the
novel reveal that “the slave advertisements come from the digital collections of the
University of North Carolina at Greensboro” (309). A search of the university’s database
uncovers all but one of the slave advertisements. Excluding the ad found at the beginning
of “The North,” all of the original advertisements come from North Carolinian
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subscribers. Whitehead’s choice to select ads from North Carolina when there are
publications from several states that participated in the slave trade first led me to read the
ads alongside the events of “North Carolina.” The North Carolina of the novel is the
possible history where countless Black Americans, regardless of their status, were
systematically murdered. North Carolina is the space where many disappear and their
stories are rendered irrecoverable. The laws in this reimagined North Carolina made any
association with Black people a capital offense. White subscribers would not place
advertisements to recover their slaves. The conflict between the use of the ads with the
events of the chapter is difficult to reconcile. If the ads are meant to be part of the
chapter’s primary narrative, then it could be construed that the submission of fugitive
slave advertisements are tools to pay other whites to bring their escaped property to
death. But, knowing that the runaway slaves’ bodies are expensive physical investments,
I do not find that explanation plausible. Perhaps the advertisements’ presence are a
reminder that the hellscape of North Carolina is only a possibility. The advertisements
also tether the novel to reality in a way that the train does not. The ads confirm that the
dehumanization the Black characters experience in the novel is factual.
When asked about the inclusion of the advertisements, Whitehead confirms that
the ads are for historical accuracy. The writer states that even as a fiction writer, “[he]
couldn’t compete with the language of the slave ads. They say so much about the slave
and also the master-and the whole business of slavery” (audible.com). The author’s
response suggests that the advertisements be considered independent of the novel’s
primary narrative, and that is supported by the results of comparing the ads in the text to
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those in the University of North Carolina database. Whitehead alters the five
advertisements selected from the university. In “Georgia,” the accompanying
advertisement’s reward, along with the names of the subscriber and slave, undergo
changes. The differences in their names seem unnecessary, as Whitehead changes
“Lizza” and “Dickson” to the similar sounding “Lizzie” and “Dixon.” The biggest change
is the reward amount. The novel’s ad offers $30, raising the reward from the original $2.
If Whitehead wanted to convey the ugliness of the slave trade, the devaluation of human
lives would thoroughly illustrate the point. Whitehead makes additional alterations to
later ads that extend from removing the conditions on which to receive the rewards to
removing their publication dates. Whitehead’s alterations relate to how historical
narrative is presented. Some of the runaways are described as frauds who plan to fool the
white communities around them into believing that they are free. The subject of “South
Carolina” is said to be an “artfully lively girl, and will, no doubt, attempt to pass a free
person” (84), while Martha of “North Carolina” is described as “very free spoken […]
[who] will try to pass as a free girl” (142). Both women are contrasted against Peggy of
the “North Carolina” advertisement who is described by her former owner as having “a
down look when spoken to” and “[is] not remarkably intelligent” (198). The publication
of the ads are permanent records that describe what the subscribers believe to be accurate.
But, as Peggy’s ad demonstrates, if the girl truly were unintelligent, she could not have
successfully escaped. Despite the disconnect between the North Carolinian origin of the
advertisements and the text, the ads replicate the novel’s time-jumping. The jumps from
the ads dated 1820 (“Georgia”), 1812 (“South Carolina”), and 1839 (“North Carolina”)
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maintain the lack of linearity of history replicated in Cora’s journey. Whitehead reaches
across time to find examples of white slave owners using the press to recoup their lost
property. Nevertheless, even as the ads describe escaped slaves, each of the
corresponding years contains significant events in Black American history in relation to
the subject of freedom and citizenship.
In 1812, the United States and the United Kingdom went to war. As a result of
that conflict, the United Kingdom offered freedom to any Black slave who would take up
arms for their cause. The offer is significant because slavery was not outlawed in the
United Kingdom and its territories until 1833. Black participation in the War of 1812 led
to the single-largest event of emancipation until the Civil War and Lincoln’s
Emancipation Proclamation where over 4000 people were able to attain freedom.
Whitehead pairs 1812’s advertisement with “South Carolina,” which contains what Cora
believes is her first taste of freedom. Despite 4000 slaves being freed, freedom came at
the cost of them risking their lives to fight the United Kingdom’s war. The former slaves
were tools in the war much in the same way they are in “South Carolina.” The white
population offered Black people freedom in exchange for using them for
experimentation.
“Georgia’s” ad corresponds to the passage of the Missouri Compromise, which
delineated the border between free and slave territories. As part of the Compromise,
Maine was admitted to the United States as a “free state,” while Missouri was admitted as
a state where slavery remained legal. This legislative document should have established
the legal basis for freedom for any slave residing above the 36°30 parallel. But, when
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challenged in the Supreme Court in 1857 by Dred Scott, who sued for freedom after he
and his family were brought to a free state, the Supreme Court declared the Missouri
Compromise to be unconstitutional. The court’s ruling reaffirmed the legality of slavery
in the states above the 36°30 parallel and west of Missouri. In addition, the Supreme
Court’s decision declared Black people non-citizens, lacking standing to sue in federal
courts. The Dred Scott decision removed any legal recourse for American slaves to attain
freedom. In the years between 1820 and 1857, slavery was still practiced in supposedly
“free states,” which illustrates the danger Cora would constantly face if remaining in the
United States at the end of the text. Whitehead illustrates his interpretation of the
Missouri Compromise as a false representation of the availability of freedom by pairing
the ad with “Georgia,” the chapter that recounts Cora’s life as a slave.
“North Carolina’s” advertisement is the last to include a year. In 1839, illegally
enslaved Africans revolted against a Spanish crew transporting them to Cuba. After being
tricked by the remaining crew to sail to New York, rather than back to Sierra Leone, the
Africans were arrested and later successfully sued for their freedom in the 1841 Supreme
Court case, United States v. Schooner Amistad. This particular case was successful due to
the international laws and treaties that made the transport of slaves across the Atlantic
Ocean illegal. The courts affirmed that:
These negroes are not slaves, but are kidnapped Africans, who, by
the laws of Spain itself, are entitled to their freedom, and were kidnapped
and illegally carried to Cuba, and illegally detained and restrained on
board of the Amistad […] but they cannot be deemed pirates or robbers in
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the sense of the law of nations, or the treaty with Spain, or the laws of
Spain itself (United States v. Schooner Amistad, Opinion of Court).
This case assured that illegally enslaved Africans could successfully fight and maintain
their freedom. The case demonstrates the availability of legal recourse for later
generations of Africans who may be enslaved in the West. The ad functions differently
than those from "Georgia" and "South Carolina." Rather than pair thematically with the
chapter, 1839's advertisement pulls the reader from the alternate history of '"North
Carolina" and orients them back in reality. Whitehead’s reference to a successful instance
of Black legal challenges of enslavement is a reminder that “North Carolina” is only a
possibility.
The sole fully-fictional advertisement is found in “The North.” In the ad, the
subscriber is writing about the protagonist. Unlike the previous ads, there is no reference
to an offered reward because the language of the advertisement hints that it was written
by Cora. Rather than functioning as a public request to assist in returning property, the ad
declares "SHE WAS NEVER PROPERTY" (298). The ad's affirmation announces the
character’s intention to stop running both from her past and the forces employed to
recapture her. In essence, the ad announces the end of Cora’s trip along the railroad and
history. Cora, whom the ad describes as being “ordinary height and [has a] dark brown
complexion,” is finally given some physical descriptors (298). Like many of the details in
the text, her description is nebulous; numerous Black women could fit that description.
The character’s lack of detailed physical descriptors is deliberate. Cora’s story is the story
of countless Black women who were born into hell, only to escape it. Whitehead’s choice
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to remove most of the explicit physical characteristics from Cora is how he continues to
highlight the universality of her search for equality. The only distinguishing feature Cora
is given is her star-shaped scar, which was given to her by her former owner as she
attempted to protect a young boy. Other than being a reference to Harriet Tubman’s
injury, the scar is a physical and permanent reminder of the violence of slavery. The ad
also has an important detail missing from previous chapters. Readers learn that the total
amount of time Cora spent traversing history is fifteen months. But while the exact year
she departs from Georgia remains unknown, the references to the Trail of Tears in
“Tennessee” potentially reveal that Cora travels in the decades between the forced
migration of Native Americans and the start of the Civil War. Given the malleability of
time, “Tennessee” could also be the protagonist traveling to a distant future.
When the protagonist reaches North Carolina, the novel deviates from its historical
reenactments and experimentation with alternate histories. The introduction of an althistory reveals the author’s anticipation of a specific response to this novel: that
examining the assumed long-past atrocities committed against Black people in the 21st
century ignores the possibility of a far worse fate. The chapter does engage with this
response, but not in a way that impedes further study of American racism. “North
Carolina” is the natural evolution of unchecked dehumanization and racism. The chapter
presents a hypothetical proto-Confederate society that responds to its lack of federal
power and anti-Blackness by instituting genocide. The novel acknowledges that Black
people could have been exterminated rather than enslaved, but as the surrounding
chapters reveal, American history already contains examples of attempts to eradicate
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them. Sterilization, fugitive slave laws, and slavery are themselves acts that contribute to
the extermination of cultural history and lives. While that detour to “North Carolina’s”
alternative history does not fit within the strict science fictional mode of time travel, the
alternate history offers important narrative avenues for the author. The chapter exists in a
temporal nowhere-space, but the danger that permeates it is replicated in its surrounding
chapters. Each of the locations Cora visits are on the cusp of becoming “North Carolina.”
In addition to the work being done in the novel's overall structure, Whitehead engages
language through several narrative choices that conflict with his overall message. For
instance, Whitehead lessens the occurrences of slave vernacular in the novel. This choice
may strike some as odd when considering the author’s dedication to authentic
presentations of historical sources and events. But, his decision is grounded in precedent.
Many of the slave narratives published in the 19th century were not written for Black
readers, but white ones. Reaching the hearts and minds of those who might be inclined to
support emancipation was the goal of many publishers who worked with former slaves to
record their biographies. The Underground Railroad adopts a similar linguistic structure
through its heavy reliance on its narrator and the text’s third-person perspective over that
of Cora’s first-person account. Dialogue from the protagonist is rare; and when it does
occur, it highlights Cora’s upbringing as a slave who was unable to read or write prior to
arriving in South Carolina. By employing a narrator who uses formal English, Whitehead
attempts to forge a connection between the modern audience, Cora, and Black American
history to connect with white readers using language they are most familiar with. Doing
so, of course, strips away the opportunity to showcase the protagonist and the remaining
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slaves in a fully realistic, culturally-honest environment. “Georgia” attempts to present an
accurate depiction of a slave community using the narrator rather than conversations
between the slaves. Instead, the community is replaced by the individual.
The novel focuses on examining the long history of the relationship between
Black Americans and the United States, but by formalizing the narrator’s language and
that of Caesar, Homer, and the Black characters seen in “Indiana,” Whitehead’s novel can
be interpreted as being comfortable only in presenting one form of Black people: those
who are well-educated and well-spoken. In several instances, the novel takes care to
include moments where Black vernacular is corrected by more learned figures. In “South
Carolina,” Cora is chastised by a white woman due to a grammatical mistake she makes
in a conversation. In that same chapter, Cora passes judgment on an older former slave
attempting to learn how to read, write, and speak formally after years of speaking the
language of his native African tribe. Cora observes the gentleman, and the narrator
informs readers that “the old man was utterly incompetent with regards to the rudiments
of writing and speaking” (95). Cora does not praise the man for attempting to hold on to
the land from which he was stolen, but instead makes a curious statement, recalling a
comment that her mother made about slaves maintaining African heritage. Those who
remember their people’s language “keep ‘em hid like precious gold,” but Cora concludes
that “these were not her mother’s and grandmother’s times” (95). What matters to Cora
at that moment is the lesson being taught about reading and writing in formal English.
Cora, someone searching for the freedom to live as she wishes, does not see the problem
with fully erasing the cultures of the former slave’s African ancestors. Cora signals her
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support of some form of cultural assimilation even as she recognizes the nation’s own
institutional oppression. Without ascribing nefarious purposes for Whitehead’s literary
choice, it appears that The Underground Railroad suggests that in order to attain
freedom, cultural preservation must be sacrificed.
The "state" chapters are interrupted by pasts that disrupt a linear recounting of
Cora’s journey across the south. Inaccessible to the protagonist, these interruptions
provide readers with background information on the various minor characters Cora
encounters. “Ajarry,” the first minor section of the novel, details Cora’s grandmother’s
kidnapping from the shores of Ouidah to her lifetime spent as property, sold and traded
by various masters. Within it, Whitehead provides a theme that progresses throughout the
novel: that history is a mixture of truth and assumptions and, like most things, is ruled by
subjectivity. Dischinger notes, “The novel’s opening chapter sets up reciprocal
relationships among narrative, history, and justice, instructing readers to see the novel
itself as an extension of this historical genealogy” (88). The chapter begins with the
novel’s narrator recalling the fate of Ajarry’s family: “Although they had tried not to get
separated at the action in Ouidah, the rest of her family was purchased by Portuguese
traders from the frigate Vivilia, next seen four months later drifting ten miles off
Bermuda. Plague had claimed all on board. Authorities lit the ship on fire and watched
her crackle and sink” (4). The narrator goes on to state that Ajarry never learned that her
cousins had died on their journey to enslavement, that instead the character consoled
herself with an imaginary fate for them because “these fantasies gave Ajarry comfort
when her burdens were such to splinter her into a thousand pieces” (4). While true that
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the narrator admits these fantasies were created to soothe Ajarry, it is the first instance in
which the reader encounters the author’s suggestion that history is a subjective narrative
crafted to elevate specific political ideologies. Whitehead embraces the assertion that
historical narrative is manipulative in its relation to the public. Ajarry’s fantasy contains
some semblance of truth (e.g., the cousins and their capture) but also refuses to account
for the reality of violence that her cousins likely experienced. By the end of “Ajarry,” the
first instance of the time-blurring occurs. The section closes in the protagonists’ present
day, when over three weeks, Cora makes the decision to escape from the Georgia
plantation where she was born. Ajarry’s spirit reaches across time to share with Cora her
belief that “to escape the boundary of the plantation was to escape the fundamental
principles of your existence: impossible” (8). The narrator says of Cora, “it was her
grandmother talking that Sunday evening when Caesar approached Cora about the
Underground Railroad, and she said no” (8). Cora’s understanding of what she knew to
be her life as a slave, as an inescapable state, is based on her knowledge of her
grandmother’s view of the world. It is why the narrator states, “Three weeks later she
said yes. This time it was her mother talking” when Cora finally agrees to run away (8).
The reader discovers that Cora’s mother runs away from the plantation in
“Georgia,” taking a machete, flint, tinder, and the vegetables from the small plot of land
that she had inherited from Ajarry. Cora recalls (incompletely, as readers later discover)
her mother’s escape in later chapters, divulging to those to whom she speaks about it her
bitterness at her mother’s supposedly successful escape from the Randall Plantation. Cora
wonders why she had to be left behind to suffer while her mother was enjoying the life
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afforded to the free. Cora comes to believe that her mother was one of the few who
managed to escape because:
Of Mabel there was no sign. No one had escaped the Randall
plantation before. The fugitives were always clawed back, betrayed by
friends, they misinterpreted the stars and ran deeper into the labyrinth of
bondage. […] The infamous slave catcher Ridgeway paid a call on the
plantation […] he took notes in a small diary and to hear the house speak
of it was a man of intense concentration and flowery manner of speech. He
did not return for two years, not long before Old Randall’s death, to
apologize in person for his failure. (41)
These moments are used to convince the readers that historical narrative is fallible. The
fallibility of narrative relates to how U.S. history perpetuates subjective and incomplete
accounts for both the nation’s major events and its people. The text seeks to demonstrate
that once subjectivity is stripped from U.S. history, what remains will reveal how integral
anti-Blackness is to the nation's functionality. The supposed end of institutional racism is
marked in textbooks as arriving in the mid-1960s, an interpretation of progress that is still
prevalent in today’s social conversations. By constantly forming and dismantling the
stories that Cora builds for the supporting characters while maintaining constant and
inescapable dangerous social situation, the novel asserts that racism is one of the truest
aspects of American history and contributes the sustainment of American society.
Whitehead’s final temporal interruption, “Mabel,” demonstrates how easily histories are
invalidated when he dismantles one of Cora’s essential beliefs. The reader is transported
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through time to the night that Cora’s mother decided to escape from the plantation. Cora
has created a history for her mother based on the knowledge that she was never found by
Ridgeway. To Cora, and to her fellow slaves, Mabel made it out of bondage, selfishly
leaving her child behind so that only she could have a better life.
The truth, the novel reveals, is quite different from both Cora’s and Ridgeway’s
beliefs. Mabel had, in fact, attempted to run away, leaving her child behind on the
plantation, but as Mabel listened to the sounds of nature free from the constant presence
of enslavement, she had a realization: “She had to go back. The girl was waiting on her”
(294). The moment Mabel decides to return to her daughter, Cora does not and could
never know. The woman had created stories of her mother’s past and future, sharing it
with others as if she has full authority over the tale. Without that chapter, the reader could
leave the novel believing Mabel was as selfish as her daughter described her. Whitehead
structures The Underground Railroad in a way that guides the reader into adopting Cora's
interpretation of Mabel before waiting until the next to last chapter to shatter that
narrative. What the reader discovers actually happened conflicts heavily with the
protagonist’s assertions:
The snake found her not long into her return. She was wending
through a cluster of stiff reeds when she disturbed its rest. The
cottonmouth bit her twice, in the calf and deep in the meat of her thigh. No
sound but pain. […] When her mouth went minty and her leg tingled, she
knew. She made it another mile. She had dropped her sack along the way,
lost her course in the black water” (294-295).
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Finally, the author reveals the reason why Mabel had never been caught: “she stumbled
onto a bed of soft moss and it felt right. She said, Here, and the swamp swallowed her
up” (295). The character lost her life to the escape, her body falling to the bottom of a
bayou, taking the truth with her. Each of the outside sections play with truth in this way,
challenging the assumptive narratives that form as the text progresses.
The structural gestures towards classical works and the origins of Black literature
within The Underground Railroad provide necessary emphasis of Whitehead’s concerns
regarding historical narrative. The novel’s characterization, language, and historical
disclosure allow Whitehead to critique American society. The following chapter explores
the historical events included in the novel, and how they function in relation to The
Underground Railroad’s themes.
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CHAPTER III

THE PERFORMANCE OF HISTORY

The Underground Railroad's representation of historical and contemporary
American anti-Blackness is facilitated through its unique exploration of history. The
suspension of the linear construction of time allows Whitehead to recreate historical
events for Cora to experience. Whitehead replicates time's ambiguity in the spaces Cora
occupies. It is difficult to pinpoint Cora’s journey through specific locations in the
American South. The sole indication of Cora’s location are the chapter titles, which mark
her crossing over state borders but do not provide any additional geographical
information. The only section that includes a reference to a distinct location is “Ajarry,”
the opening chapter that describes the kidnapping of Cora’s grandmother from Africa. As
the young woman sees the ocean for the first time, the narrator informs readers that she
has been taken to Ouidah. The port of Ouidah, which served as West Africa’s largest
slave port, was responsible for the exportation of over one-million slaves. As the only
named city in the text, the novel suggests that there is something essential in knowing its
name. Ouidah is the beginning of it all; the location where African identity and culture is
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lost and something new is created in its place. Ouidah marks the start of the history that
Whitehead explores in the novel.
Looking to Lukács' text on the historical novel illuminates why Whitehead names
Ouidah. To foreground his interpretation of history, Lukács posits that history as a mode
of collective thought was born from the French Revolution. He states that “it was the
French Revolution, the revolutionary wars and the rise and fall of Napoleon, which for
the first time made history a mass experience, and moreover on a European scale” (23).
Lukács states that the large number of people influenced by The French Revolution
created what is currently understood as history. Lukács’ usage of the term refers to the
narrative events that are tied to the life and progression of the Nation. The moments of
military triumphs or failures belong not just to the people directly involved, but to all
citizens. As a result, history becomes a universal, rather than individualistic, experience.
His theories provide the foundation for understanding why the pre-Emancipation era is
often written about by Black writers. If relying on the idea that a mass experience creates
a global understanding of the concept of history, then for the Black American author,
Black history must begin with the group’s first mass experience. The founding of Black
history began when the transatlantic slave trade was instituted. The program led to over
twelve-million West Africans being captured and then brought to the Americas for
physical and domestic labor. In order to create a renewable and commoditized work
force, new categories of identity had to be created. The legal creation of Black racial
identity, coupled with the forced removal of any tie to the African continent (e.g., the
punishment for using African names, languages, or faiths), provides the basis for the idea
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that history, at least for Black Americans, begins when the first African slaves reached
Jamestown. Lukács writes that: “Now if experiences such as these are linked with the
knowledge that similar upheavals are taking place all over the world, this must
enormously strengthen the feeling first that there is such a thing as history, that it is an
uninterrupted process of changes and finally that it has a direct effect upon the life of
every individual” (23). Lukács partially contributes the numerous conflicts of European
nations to the creation of historical thought. He states that the mass political upheavals
"no longer have the impression of a 'natural occurrence'" (23). The transatlantic slave
trade functioned in the same way. As slavery demonstrated its power in boosting national
economies, its practice had widespread impact on the world.
Lukács later attributes the success of the historical novel's ability to engage
contemporary issues to employing anachronisms. Anachronisms are a useful tool for
mediating the potential conflicts between an author's contemporary conversation and his
or her historical setting. The high-rise of “South Carolina” serves in that role in The
Underground Railroad. A theme throughout the novel is the United States' inherent
racism, and much like the architectural symbols of progress in Washington D.C., "South
Carolina's" high-rise replicates those violent histories. At the close of “Georgia,” Cora
exits the boxcar that she was hidden in and encounters one of the text’s most obvious
anachronisms: “When they next stepped into the sunlight, they were in South Carolina.
She looked up at the skyscraper and reeled, wondering how far she had traveled” (70).
The skyscraper did not exist within the United States until the Reconstruction era, with
the first built in 1885. The Home Insurance Building was twelve stories tall, a feature that
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Whitehead replicates in the novel’s skyscraper, the Griffin Building. The inclusion of the
high-rise follows a tradition of other works of historical fiction. Lukács' discussion of
Hegel and the "necessary anachronism" states that "[anachronism] can emerge
organically from historical material if the past portrayed is clearly recognized and
experienced by contemporary writers as the necessary prehistory of the present. Then the
only kind of heightening required – in modes of expression, consciousness etc. – is such
that it will clarify and underline this relationship" (61). Cora examines the building as
she returns to the dormitory in which she resides: “at twelve stories, it was one of the
tallest buildings in the nation […] the bank dominated the first floor. […] they passed the
floors of insurance agents, government offices, and export firms” (86). The narrator notes
the inclusion of law and medical offices in the Griffin Building. The presence of
businesses, medical offices, and law offices is not unusual for the contemporary highrise, but considering its relationship to the Black characters in the novel, those floors
represent the economic system used in the transatlantic slave trade. When examined next
to the movement of enslaved Africans to the United States, the building houses every
sector involved in the seamless process of exchanging human cargo. Inside, there are
representatives of the movement of the product (i.e., Black bodies) with the export firms,
the holders of the cash being exchanged for the product (i.e., the bank), and those who
defend the law that protects them all. The anachronism places the complex system used
to trade Black bodies in a singular location in order for the reader to see how the system
itself works to perpetuate the abuse of Black people before and after receiving freedom.
The compression of the American slave trade into the Griffin Building functions similarly
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to what Jameson observes in his essay, “World Reduction in Le Guin.” Jameson’s study
of Le Guin’s The Left Hand of Darkness and The Dispossessed notes that she positions
her texts’ ecologies in a way that “what we call reality is deliberately thinned and weeded
out through an operation of radical abstractions and simplifications” (271). Jameson
recounts how Le Guin removes complexities from her settings, leaving only the
necessary traits for her to address. He ties Le Guin’s world reduction to a desire for
autonomy in the pursuit of utopia, but in The Underground Railroad, the simplification
the novel engages in is meant to reduce the United States to its primary inspiration of
social, medical, and political policy, where anti-Blackness and slavery are the driving
force of American progress. Whitehead constructs a monument to slavery which carries
the plantation outside of "Georgia" as a reminder of Cora's precarious situation.
The novel further exposes the history behind symbols of progress through the
activities taking place inside of the building. The Griffin Building also serves as a stage
for historical recreations of the experiments being done on the Black population by the
South Carolinians. Part of the process of buying slaves included the examination of their
bodies to determine both their fitness as laborers and their capacity to breed the next
generation of hyper-productive products. After Cora arrives in South Carolina, she is sent
to the medical offices where she was subjected to questions about her health, given an
intelligence test, and then later, given a blood test. Whitehead reveals that the exams are
used to determine if the Black residents are fit to remain part of the population or bear
children. The novel's medical professionals conspire to eradicate undesirable traits from
the state's Black citizens, which illustrates how the residents of South Carolina engage in
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the same practices as their slave-owning counterparts. Whitehead focuses on a major
aspect of the American slave trade: the theft of self-determination through medical and
reproductive decisions. When Cora arrives at the medical office, Dr. Stevens asks her,
“Have you considered birth control?” (113). Whitehead constructs a question that can be
read as an affirmation of Cora’s agency, seemingly giving her control over her body in a
way that she did not have previously. The doctor’s next statement confirms that:
The choice is yours, of course. As of this week, it is mandatory for some
in the state. Colored women who have already birthed more than two
children, in the name of population control. Imbeciles and the otherwise
mentally unfit, for obvious reasons. Habitual criminals. But that doesn’t
apply to you, Bessie. Those are women who already have enough burdens.
This is just a chance for you to take control over your own destiny (113)
While the statement illustrates that reproductive autonomy is available only to those
whom the state determines to be able-bodied, the choice is presented to Cora in way that
makes her uncomfortable. She thinks, “Then there was the matter of mandatory, which
sounded as if the women, these Hob women with different faces, had no say. Like they
were property that the doctors could do with as they pleased” (114). Cora discovers later
in “South Carolina,” that the kindly doctors and dormitory leaders have entered an
agreement to use Black people as unknowing participants in medical experiments hoping
to study sexually transmitted diseases as well as secretly sterilizing women who did not
ask for the birth control treatment. Whitehead connects the 20th century with the highrise's representations of the institutions that facilitated the slave trade to demonstrate that
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the post-emancipation era remained fully engaged in maintaining the white power
structures that eradicated the futures of numerous Black families. The building is a
physical manifestation of the violence of American progress.
During Cora’s and Caesar’s conversation with Sam, the narrator recounts what the
bartender learned from the doctors who work in the Griffin Building, “Several of his
male patients frequented the saloon, carrying on with the female patrons. His patients
believed they were being treated for blood ailments. The tonics the hospital administered,
however, were merely sugar water. In fact, the niggers were participants in a study of the
latent and tertiary stages of syphilis” (121). Whitehead refers to events that take place
outside of the novel’s 19th century setting where Black men were used in medical
experiments without their knowledge, highlighting attitudes of disposability even among
medical professionals. The characters also learn about the eugenics programs taking place
in the town. Similar programs were established throughout the United States in the early
decades of the 20th Century. The Tuskegee Project and the “Mississippi
Appendectomies,” a colloquial term for the forced sterilizations, were done postemancipation, when Black people were assumed to have rights as American citizens after
the passage of the Fourteenth Amendment. In the South Carolina of the text, as it was in
the United States, society grappled with the question of how to maintain and to control
the Black population. The answer to that question was to initiate several programs to
limit the growth of the population, particularly of the "least desirables" in the eyes of the
White majority.
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The “Mississippi Appendectomies,” a term made popular by civil rights leader
Fannie Lou Hamer, referred to a social program that began in the 1920s as a governmentsponsored system. A council comprised primarily of medical professionals undertook a
sterilization campaign. The social category “unfit” encompassed the poor, the mentallydisabled, the sexually promiscuous, and the groups that the council felt would not be up
to parenting offspring. This program impacted women across all racial categories, but it
disproportionately affected Black women. Much like the doctors of the Griffin Building,
the doctors involved in the program sterilized many of the women without their consent.
While this campaign was enacted across multiple states, the programs across the southern
United States produced the largest number of sterilizations. Thousands of women were
stripped of their ability to have children. The American eugenics program hid much of its
practices behind the moral cause of shielding the public from the offspring of the unfit
population, but the program was partially a result of racial anxiety. According to the
doctor in “South Carolina,” the program was instituted to "protect our women and
daughters from their jungle urges, which Dr. Bertram understood to be a particular fear of
southern white men" (122). The narrator continues with,
Still, the barkeep must have seen the editorials over the years, the doctor
insisted, expressing anxiety over this very topic. Americans has imported
and bred so many Africans that in many states the whites are
outnumbered. For that reason alone, emancipation is impossible. With
strategic sterilization-first the women but both sexes in time-we could free
them from bondage without fear that they'd butcher us in our sleep (122)
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The apparent safety of the novel’s South Carolinian town, like the era of postemancipation, masked the injustices occurring alongside the social programs used to
educate the town’s Black citizens. South Carolina participated in the eugenics programs,
sterilizing nearly 300 people during its tenure. Over 100 of the women were Black
(uvm.edu). However, South Carolina was neither the first, nor the most prolific
practitioner of the eugenics program. Forced sterilization was practiced by various states
for decades, and any one of the programs could have provided the inspiration for its
inclusion in the novel. The inclusion of the sterilization program in the text functions as
an example of how even in freedom Black people still faced institutional oppression that
denied them aspects of full personhood.
The Macon County, Alabama project, termed the Tuskegee Study of Untreated
Syphilis in the Negro Male, is nearly perfectly recreated in the text. From 1932 to 1972
hundreds of Black men after testing positive for the sexually-transmitted infection were
told that they had "bad blood," and rather than given any form of treatment were given
placebos in order to track the stages of the infection (Brown). DeNeen Brown of the
Washington Post states, "The researchers never obtained informed consent from the men
and never told them men with syphilis that they were not being treated but were simply
being watched until they died and their bodies examined for ravages of the disease"
(Brown). In The Underground Railroad, Bertram recounts that they are purposefully not
treating the men in order to discover a cure. Like the forced sterilizations, Whitehead
pulls an event from the years that follow the books original timeline. Whitehead
recognizes the parallels between the experimentation and theft of bodily autonomy could
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have occurred in the 19th century just as it occurred in the 20th. The difference between
what occurred in reality and in the text is the period of their occurrence. Prior to the 20th
century, experiments were done on enslaved people in order to uncover the biological
differences between the races, as well as to improve medical examinations and surgeries.
Dr. J. Marion Sims, often dubbed as “The Father of Modern Gynecology,” advanced the
study of reproductive health by performing multiple surgeries on enslaved women that he
borrowed from local masters. In his autobiography, The Story of My Life, Sims recounts
how he performed surgeries on slaves without anesthesia, something noted medical
historian, Dr. Vanessa Gamble, states he did not do to white patients. There is one
difference between the text and its historical inspiration. Because Cora is just a visitor in
those upcoming moments of Black history, there will be no resolution to the offenses as
there were in Whitehead’s own historical reality. Readers with historical knowledge can
point to a date that marks the close of America’s experimentation on Black people, but it
should be noted that the novel does not announce the endings of those projects as such.
Whitehead chooses to replicate the 20th century’s most known acts of scientific racism,
but the experimentation on Black bodies is not meant to be read as unique to the era of its
occurrence. By positioning the high-rise as the site of reenactments of America's
scientific racism, the novel highlights how American "progress" is only possible when
connected to the harm of Black people socially, economically, and politically.
While the novel employs strong imagery to present a lingering scientific racism, it
does not remain silent on the construction of American historical narrative. Cora is given
a job with the Museum of Natural Wonders. There, she is tasked as an actor in exhibits
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that trace the path from the establishment of the United States and its history up to that
point. Cora is initially confused by the work that the museum does when the curator, Mr.
Fields,
Explain[s] the business of museums. In this one, the focus was on
American history-for a young nation, there was so much to educate the
public about. [...] Like a railroad, the museum permitted them to see the
rest of the country beyond their small experience, from Florida to Maine
to the western frontier. And to see its people. 'People like you,' Mr. Fields
said (109).
Whitehead employs the image of railroads, depicting the museum as a train through U.S.
recorded history. But, as Cora discovers, the museum's journey through American history
is only a fraction of its narrative. The author uses the protagonist's occupation to address
the United States' refusal to acknowledge its violent relationship with Black Americans.
While working, Cora, an authority on plantations, speaks up regarding the historical
inaccuracies in the exhibit. Despite Cora's expert feedback, the curator is willing to alter
only the minutiae:
She had numerous suspicions about the accuracy of the African
and ship scenes, but was an authority in this room. She shared her critique.
Mr. Fields did concede that spinning wheels were not often used outdoors,
at the foot of a slave’s cabin, but countered that while authenticity was
their watchword, the dimensions of the room forced certain concessions
(110).
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Mr. Fields’ reaction mirrors the silencing of knowledgeable Black voices in the retellings
of Black history. The museum visitors, and much of U.S. historical narrative, refuse to
accept the truth that lies beneath the cherished narrative of America’s founding and the
young nation’s expansion. When Cora examines the exhibits from the white visitors’
perspective:
the white exhibits contained as many inaccuracies and contradictions as
Cora's three habitats. There had been no kidnapped boys swabbing the
decks and earning pats on the head from white kidnappers. The
enterprising African boy whose fine leather boots she wore would have
been chained belowdecks, swabbing his body in his own filth. Slave work
was sometimes spinning thread, yes; most times it was not. No slave had
ever keeled over dead at a spinning wheel or been butchered for a tangle
(116).
The image erases the ugliness of enslavement. The museum’s patrons get to view
presentations of the plantations that do not require them to think about the inhumanity
Black Americans experienced. The museum’s sole purpose is to whitewash history. The
novel goes on to say, “But nobody wanted to speak on the true disposition of the world.
And no one wanted to hear it. Certainly not the white monsters on the other side of the
exhibit at that very moment, pushing their greasy snouts against the window, sneering
and hooting. Truth was a changing display in a shop window, manipulated by hands
when you were looking, alluring and ever out of reach" (116). Whitehead recognizes that
what is known as American History, the prevailing narrative of the country, is false
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because it seeks to redefine truth and ignore the acts committed in the name of preserving
white supremacy.
By the time that Cora travels into North Carolina, she has moved into an alternate
reality. This section does not involve a movement through time, but possibility. In that
space, the residents' violent behavior is presented as the natural result of the pursuit of
power and an unchecked dehumanization of Black people. “North Carolina”
demonstrates what could occur if the United States loses interest in maintaining the Black
population as a means to gain profit. Whitehead presents what could be described as a
confederate possibility, a possible future, had the rebel states successfully left the Union.
The use of alternative history in The Underground Railroad serves, as Csicsery-Ronay
writes, to “mediate intractable social contradictions by placing them in an ideal space to
the side of consensus reality, where they can be manipulated without the sense of urgency
and implication that comes when the future is felt to be a stake” (103). While the use of
alternative history is contemplative about the possibilities of historical deviations, the
“North Carolina” chapter nevertheless emits a sense of urgency comparable to the
surrounding major chapters. Despite being a nowhere space to the side of reality, the text
conveys that the future of Black people is still in danger of being threatened. To the
North Carolinians, Black people are not fit to work, to serve, or even to live. As Jamison,
one of the state’s Senators, says:
We have each of us made sacrifices for this new North Carolina and its
rights […] For this separate nation we have forged, free from northern
interference and the contamination of a lesser race. The black horde has
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been beaten back, correcting the mistake made years ago at this nation’s
nativity. Some, like our brothers just over the state line, have embraced the
absurd notion of nigger uplift. Easier to teach a donkey arithmetic (160)
As a response to the genocide, North Carolina sought to replace the lost labor
with indentured servants from Europe. The immigrants are employed across the state as a
means of gaining power in the government through increasing North Carolina’s white
population numbers. Unlike the enslaved Black people, the new Irish workforce would
count as whole human beings in the eyes of the law. Thus, states that invest in indentured
servants over slaves would gain political power through population growth that impacts
congressional representation. The novel states that by pursuing Irish immigrants as
workers, North Carolina had, “in effect, [...] abolished slavery. ‘On the contrary', Oney
Garrison said in response. ‘We abolished niggers’” (165). The narrator interrupts the
discussion of North Carolina’s acts by explaining how the state’s government works:
True, you couldn’t treat an Irishman like an African, white nigger or no.
There was the cost of buying slaves and their upkeep on one hand and
paying white workers meager but livable wages on the other. The reality
of slave violence versus stability in the long term. […] Once the
immigrants finished their contracts (having paid back travel, tools, and
lodging) and took their place in American society, they would be allies of
the southern system that had nurtured them. On Election Day when they
took their turn at the ballot box, theirs would be a full vote, not threefifths” (164).
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Whitehead’s “North Carolina” also evokes images of Nazi-controlled Germany, a nation
where the government had reached a similar conclusion that exterminating Jews was
imperative for regaining and sustaining racial purity. The citizens of North Carolina
believe that to preserve their racial power, the entire population of Black people had to be
destroyed. To write a section that so closely reflects the Holocaust allows the author to
convey that “North Carolina” is not purely fantasy, but a possible future that is grounded
in reality. The novel evokes the history of the Holocaust precisely because it is the
culmination of centuries-long anti-Jewish sentiment. The inclusion of a governmentsponsored genocide is a natural response to the novel's exploration of a potential future of
an inherently racist United States. Csicsery-Ronay notes that “in most alternative
histories, the decisions at these decisive moments are made from within, as if by history
itself” (104). Like Black Americans, Jewish people have faced constant returns of antiSemitism that has threatened every aspect of their lives. Whitehead’s exploration of an
American extermination asserts that these periods are a natural extension of the country’s
designation of Black people as less than human. Without the combination of America’s
political system and racism, the novel’s “North Carolina” would remain only a
possibility: “Such a model [of alternative histories] reifies and moralizes the dialectical
model of history, ascribing ethical qualities to the contradictory historical forces in play,
in tune with the authors’ and publics’ ideological commitments--and implying that it is
the moral quality of the outcome that ultimately matters” (104). By setting "North
Carolina" to the side of the text's reality, the novel suggests that there is a chance to
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intervene to impede the creation of the state's social and political environment, which
haunts the present as a yet-possible future.
The final major chapter of the text, “Indiana,” signals a return to reality. The
chapter concerns one of the most essential periods following emancipation, the Civil
Rights Movement of the mid-1960s. In order to reach Indiana, Cora is rescued from
Ridgeway and travels along the Underground Railroad to a populous Black settlement.
The train that she uses to travel between Tennessee and Indiana is quite different than the
ones she traveled on prior: “It was the most splendid locomotive yet [.] […] There were
enough seats for thirty, lavish and soft. […] The smell of fresh varnish made her feel like
the inaugural passenger of a magical, maiden voyage” (262). The beauty of the train
seems to reflect the spirit of the settlement that Cora reaches, the train’s appearance hints
that there will be a location on the other side that is more welcoming than the danger she
found on her trips through South Carolina and North Carolina. What seems to be
different is that Cora is not alone here. After escaping from South Carolina, she had to
travel the darkness of the caves alone. Her journeys underground are dark, characterizing
the true history of the country that she traversed:
The iron horse still rumbled through the tunnel when she woke. Lumbly’s
words returned to her: If you want to see what this nation is all about, you
have the ride the rails. Look outside as you speed through, and you’ll find
the true face of America. It was a joke, then, from the start. There was
only darkness outside the windows on her journeys, and only ever would
be darkness (262-263)
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When Cora arrives at her destination, she has stumbled on something new: a town
of free and escaped Black people who have built a self-sufficient community without the
injustices of racism. The town created its own self-sustaining economy and educated
those who arrived through the Underground Railroad or neighboring cities. “Indiana”
presents several moments from post-emancipation history. In 1896, the Supreme Court of
the United States upheld state laws establishing segregation in Plessy v. Ferguson,
making the practice of “separate, but equal” the nation’s standing policy until its reversal
in 1954’s Brown v. The Board of Education of Topeka. The institutional exclusion of
Black people in the workforce, schools, and the federal government made all-Black
towns, complete with their own internal economy, a necessity. Cora questions the safety
of a prosperous all-Black town and asks the settlement’s founder, “‘why do all this,’ she
asked ‘For all of us?’” Valentine responds, “‘I thought you were one of the smart ones’
[...] Don’t you know? White man ain’t going to do it. We have to do it ourselves’” (278).
Valentine believes that Black people “doing it [them]selves” is a form of survival, but in
the racist nation Whitehead creates, all-Black towns rarely escaped violent reprisals from
their white neighbors (278).
“Indiana” contemplates withdrawal as a response to anti-Blackness, but with the
systematic destruction of the settlement, the novel signals that it is not the correct
response. The early 20th century saw the destruction of all-Black towns such as
Rosewood, Florida, and Greenwood, Oklahoma, which Colson Whitehead mirrors in
“Indiana.” At one point, the author interrupts his own narrative to return to “Tennessee”
foreshadowing the end of “Indiana’s” exploration of a solely Black space. As Cora
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examines the settlement, she has a prescient thought of its imminent destruction, “The
previous night in Tennessee, Ridgeway had called Cora and her mother a flaw in the
American scheme. If two women were a flaw, what was a community?” (265). Before
detailing the destruction of the Indiana town, the novel shifts focus to the 1960s. The text
begins by echoing Martin Luther King, Jr.’s criticism of white allies. The novel examines
the fragile connection that some white people have to the fight for Black equality through
the narrator revealing Sam’s fate in South Carolina. The narrator states:
He kept mum about his comrades, but one man said he’d seen the nigger
talking to Sam on more than one occasion. That Sam abandoned the
saloon in the middle of his shift-and the fact some in town had known Sam
since they were children and disliked his self-satisfied nature- sufficed to
get his house burned the ground. […] By the time the mob tore Caesar
form the mail and mortally assaulted him, Sam was well on his way north.
He paid a peddler for a ride and was on a ship bound for Delaware the
next day (268)
That short moment chastises self-identified allies for abandoning movements when
resistance encounters violent reprisal, an ability not afforded to the people who are
dealing with the same circumstances as Caesar and Cora. Sam assists in removing Black
people from the violent plantations of the South, but as a resident of South Carolina, is
unable to see how the “progressivism” of the state obscures the Jim Crow policies that
the Black residents are forced to abide.
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The Civil Rights Movement reenactment occurring in “Indiana” curiously ignores
two major events of the era: the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting
Rights Act of 1965. Instead, Whitehead presents a fictionalized version of Malcom X in
the character Elijah Lander. The character is given the look and, eventually, the death of
Malcolm X. The character intends to bring Black people from all walks of life together to
build a fully representative movement that pursues equality in the United States. To do
so, Lander calls on Black people to set aside their fears of assisting escaped slaves
because their shared Black identity should connect them in a deep enough way to stand
against any conflict. If “Indiana” represents a critically utopian future, the speech that
Lander gives must be read as a message for the novel’s audience. The speech reaches
across the African diaspora and asks for unity. The speech is recalled through the stories
of the settlement’s survivors, and it is obvious that it had some impact on them. Later,
Whitehead uses Lander to provide an answer for what should be done to protect the
group from racism: “I’m supposed to answer those who think this place is too close to the
grievous influence of slavery, and that we should move west. I don’t have an answer for
you. I don’t know what we should do. The word is we. In some ways, the only thing we
have in common is the color of our skin” (285). Lander’s announcement that he does not
know what to do is acknowledges that there are no easy answers to escaping racism. In
America, there is nowhere one can go to be safe from anti-Blackness. Despite lacking a
concrete answer for how to combat the return of racial violence, the novel suggests that
hope will come from Black people allying with each other in the fight for equality. As it
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becomes clearer that the settlement will come to ruin much in the same way that
Rosewood and Greenwood did, Lander lands one final plea for unity:
We are Africans in America. Something new in the history of the world,
without models for what we will become. Color must suffice. It has
brought us to this night, this discussion, and it will take us into the future.
All I truly know is that we rise and fall as one, one colored family living
next door to one white family. We may not know the way through the
forest, but we can pick each other up when we fall, and we will arrive
together (286).
The character acknowledges the generations-long institutional battle against the nation’s
Black population and calls for the work for full liberation to continue. Lander
understands that even though people may be lost on the way to equality, the journey
cannot be stopped. The future depends on it. Lander, reminds the readers that,
We can’t save everyone. But that doesn’t mean we can’t try. Sometimes a
useful delusion is better than a useless truth. […]. Here’s one delusion:
that we can escape slavery. We can’t. Its scars will never fade. […].
Everything you ever knew told you that freedom was a trick-yet here you
are. Still we run, tracking by the good full moon to sanctuary (285)
Through Lander, Whitehead rejects the idea that Black people remain unaffected by the
history of racism. And, as institutional oppression continues to evolve and endure,
America will never be able to achieve the ideals of equality that it purports to represent.
What remains constantly alongside anti-Blackness, Whitehead notes, is Black people’s
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unyielding perseverance as they continue to search for fully-realized equality. The author
displays how Black people have continued to pursue freedom even after major setbacks
by reinterpreting Malcolm X’s death in “Indiana:”
The shot hit Lander in the chest. He fell back, dragging down the lectern.
Royal was the first one to his feet. As he ran to the fallen man, three
bullets bit into his back. He jerked like one of Saint Vitus’s dancers and
dropped. Then came a chorus of rifle fire, screams, and broken glass, and
a mad scramble overtook the meeting hall (287).
Lander’s death scene is a near perfect recreation of Malcolm X’s murder, but it breaks
from the presumed circumstances of the assassination in key ways. According to articles
chronicling X's death in national newspapers such as The Guardian and the New York
Times, three members of the Nation of Islam, an organization X once belonged to, were
charged with his murder (two were later discovered to be innocent). Rather than portray
Lander being killed by Black shooters, Whitehead's version of X is murdered by group of
white raiders. By replacing the assassins with white ones, Whitehead indicates that white
supremacy is culpable in the loss of a Black social leader. Over the decades, many have
maintained that X’s assassination was not just the result of a conflict between Malcolm X
and his former organization, but a plan by the federal government to silence all who
challenged the country’s oppression of minorities. Manning Marable, who spent decades
writing Malcolm X: A Life of Reinvention, notes that after years of constant surveillance
the NYPD Bureau of Special Services and the FBI were absent during his assassination.
Whitehead parallels the impact of Malcolm X’s death in the conversations that follow
73

Lander’s assassination. Even as Lander dies, his message resonates with Cora as she
makes yet another run towards freedom:
Whether they had been born free or in chains, they inhabited that moment
as one: the moment when you aim yourself at the North Star and decide to
run. Perhaps they were on the verge of some new order, on the verge of
clasping reason to disorder, of putting all the lessons of their history to
bear on the future. Or perhaps time, as it will, lent the occasion a gravity
that it did not possess, and everything was as Lander insisted: They were
deluded (286-287)
The narrator hints that those who survived the massacre are defined by that
moment. Their perception of the United States is permanently altered. But, the scene also
questions whether or not the massacre is anything more than a consequence of being
Black in America. The settlement’s destruction, like every violent moment in the text, is
the latest iteration of bigotry in the cycle, and it will be a reflection of what comes after.
Even with the knowledge that the nation remains racist, the struggles endured over
generations have inspired a response that potentially promises relief: “[Cora] recognized
their stories as her own. They were the stories of all the colored people she had ever
known, the stories of black people yet to be born, the foundations of their triumphs”
(274). The protagonist understands that the trials that her generation faced will burden the
generations that follow her. But, if that struggle continues, so does the perseverance that
they have built over the centuries spent in bondage. The Underground Railroad is in part
a celebration of that Black resiliency, but it is also a testament to the resistance Black
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people face in attempting to rectify it. Compressing time underlines the fact that even
being centuries removed, nothing has been resolved.
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CONCLUSION

I began this project with a desire to discuss how The Underground Railroad
resists 21st century assertions of post-racialism and whitewashed historical narratives via
its adoption of the formal principles of science fiction and the historical novel. The text
presents the United States as a nation in which anti-Blackness permeates social,
economic, and political policy, all of which only progress at the expense of Black
equality. Whitehead's novel follows in the tradition of Black sf created in the decades
following the Civil Rights era, which seeks to use time travel to "[take] a parting shot at
the marginalization of black history by white America and the concomitant dangers that
this brings for the formation of both individual and national identity" (Wood 87). The
Underground Railroad's tactical exploitation of time travel employs reenactments of 19th
and 20th century history in order to showcase the inequities of the American criminal
justice system, education system, and economic opportunities as extensions of centuries
spent in bondage. The novel prioritizes the Black historical perspective precisely because
the group is impacted by an interpretation of history that erases their struggles. That
erasure is inextricably tied to the nation’s inception and its ability to function. But,
despite the novel’s thematic interest in elevating Black history, when the text begins to
explore alternatives to an inherently racist United States, the promise of one potential
path forward collapses under the weight of the nation’s anti-Blackness. The text projects
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an uncertainty that encapsulates the difficulty Black Americans face when imagining the
future. The destruction of “Indiana’s” semi-utopian Black space disabuses readers of
escapist scenarios that feature an end to American institutional racism. At the book’s
close, Cora is weary and unable to fully trust that any white person is willing to assist her
as she heads towards freedom. As time seemingly settles back into a linear construct, the
reader is well aware that the character will continue suffering in the United States due to
her gender and race. As the epilogue closes, it is an unspoken fact that the generations
that follow Cora will face another century of overt oppression, and five decades of
institutional racism after that.
The novel’s disbelief in the nation’s ability to overcome its inherent racism is
justified. Madhu Dubey notes that “[t]he literary return to slavery gained momentum at a
critical time of transition in racial politics; speaking a strong sense of pessimism about
the future” (781). The Underground Railroad anticipates a shift in American social
discourse from one of post-racialism precipitated by the election of Barack Obama to one
of the preservation of white supremacy that began shortly into President Obama’s first
term and forecast the subsequent presidency of Donald Trump. The novel is able to
predict the resurgence of white resentment in American society due to its investment in
sf, and the genre’s role as a critical apparatus for examining the present through
imagining the future or through reimagining the past. The Underground Railroad’s
various temporal settings expose the United States as a nation where elements of identity
deeply inform national policies. By engaging sf, the text reveals the shortcomings of the
genre when it intersects race. Despite sf’s incomplete accounting for identity, science
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fiction still proves useful for its nonwhite contributors. The failures of “Indiana” closes
discussions of the future, but where hope rests is in the novel’s sf inspiration. The work
demonstrates that sf is an essential tool for contemplating Black history, and it is the
genre’s capability of “interpret[ing] the world differently” that hints at the possibility of
an escape from United States’ institutional racism (Suvin 40).
Ultimately, this project seeks to highlight the work being done by a Black sf
writer who bears the responsibility of revitalizing the histories and cultures that are
silenced by the needs of both the nation and the sf genre’s consumers. The Underground
Railroad’s dedication to uncovering the truth that racism still powers American
institutions will assist in the ability to finally “speak on the true disposition of the world”
in a way that could free the nation from the toxicity of anti-Blackness.
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